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Mose. Eiti Beitrag zur Untersuchutig (iber die Urspriinge der israeli- 
tischen Religion. Von Paul Volz. Tubingen: J. C. B. Mohr, 
1907. Pp. 115. M. 3. 

What was the origin of the Israelitish religion ? For some time past 
it has been thought that the answer to this question had been found. Israel 
began on a very low plane religiously, receiving at the time of the Exodus 
through Moses an impulse to a higher faith, from which it developed 
naturally and by slow stages, through the nomad religion and the peasant 
religion to the prophetic religion. It was the prophets who were the real 
authors of the lofty ethical monotheism which is the high-water mark of 
the Old Testament religion and the actual foundation of the religion of 
Jesus Christ. This answer to our question has been given most attract- 
ively and persuasively by Professor Marti in his recent book on the Reli- 
gion of the Old Testament. Why it was possible for the Israelitish religion 
to make this remarkable development is still left unexplained, how- 
ever. Indeed, Wellhausen, the great founder and leader of the 
modern school, in a passage which will probably become famous, 
makes a most candid confession of ignorance on precisely this point. 
After tracing briefly the course of the development of the religion of Israel, 
he says: "But even if we could trace the development more closely and 
more surely at the most only a very inadequate explanation would really 
be given. Why, for example, did not Chemosh in Moab become the god 
of righteousness and the creator of the heavens and the earth? A 
satisfactory answer to this question cannot be given." 1 

As is well known, this answer to our question has been criticized and 
rejected in recent years by many men who have been adherents of the 
Wellhausen school and who have become dissatisfied with its conclusions. 
Mention might be made of Winckler, who has been attacking the Well- 
hausen school with great vigor in his numerous publications, and in his 
pamphlet, Religions geschichtter und geschichtticher Orient, has given a 
detailed criticism of Marti's book already mentioned. And besides 
Winckler's work we have had the studies published by Gunkel and his 
associates and the significant volume by Baentsch, Altorientalischer und 

1 Wellhausen, J., Die Christliche Religion: mit Einschluss der israelitisch- 
judischen Religion, p. 11 ("Die Kultur der Gegenwart," I, 4). 
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irsaelitischer Monotheismus. And to this list must now be added the little 
volume by Paul Volz which forms the occasion for the present study. Volz 
is very modest in his title. He styles his essay, Moses, "a contribution to 
the investigation of the origins of the Israelitish religion." His book is 
a critical attempt to ascertain the exact position and work of Moses. He 
accepts the critical analysis of the documents of the Pentateuch and of 
the historical books, and he agrees with the majority of modern scholars 
as to the dates which are to be assigned to these documents. He also 
admits that we have no certain literary sources for the life and work of 
Moses; it cannot be claimed with any degree of conviction that Moses 
was the author of the Decalogue even in a rudimentary form. But with 
all this handicap he still affirms that it is possible to prove that Moses 
was the real founder of the worship of Yahweh as the one only God, a 
moral personality who was totally different in his character and require- 
ments from all the other gods who were worshiped by the surrounding 
peoples. In other words, Volz claims that Moses was the founder of that 
lofty ethical monotheism which has been held to be the final religious 
achievement of the prophets of the eighth and following centuries. As 
he describes him, Moses once more assumes his place as at least the equal 
of the prophets of the eighth century. He enunciated the principles which 
they took up and applied to the new conditions of their own times; they 
built upon the sure foundation which he had laid down. He was a great 
creative personality who took a position far above the religious life and 
thought of his contemporaries and marked a distinct advance in the reli- 
gious development, not of Israel alone, but of the whole race. His signifi- 
cance is to be found not so much in what he did as the organizer of a 
nation, but in his work as the founder of a religion. 

It will be well to look for a moment at the method by which Volz 
attempts to defend his hypothesis. By his attitude toward the sources, 
he can use nothing but the same material which is used by other writers 
on the subject. He is dependent upon the preprophetic literature, that is, 
in the main, the prophetic documents of the Pentateuch and the ancient 
documents of the books of Judges and Samuel particularly. But he 
maintains that the prevailing critical theory has failed to do justice to 
these documents, partly through minimizing their statements in the inter- 
ests of the theory, and partly by denying the authenticity of precisely those 
passages which breathe the lofty monotheistic spirit of the prophetic 
period. These passages are later additions made under the influence of 
the teaching of the later prophets, say many critics. No, says Volz, they 
are survivals in a hostile environment of the religious principles enun- 
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ciated by Moses. They prove that in spite of the tremendous temptation 
to degeneracy which assailed Israel, there still remained men in the nation 
who were true to the fundamental principles of the Mosaic religion and 
who sought to maintain these principles at all hazards. The exact nature 
of the struggle through which the nation passed and of the religious develop- 
ment of the period from Moses to Amos, Volz does not attempt to describe, 
for he uses his material in this essay simply to ascertain the character of 
the work of Moses. 

The difference in the conclusions which are drawn from the same 
material by different investigators naturally indicates that there must be 
fundamental differences in the presuppositions with which they approach 
the subject. The picture of the early religion of Israel which has been 
drawn by the adherents of the prevalent school of interpretation has been 
made with the use of materials taken from the remnants of Arabic heathen- 
ism. But, in view of the results of the explorations in western Asia, it 
becomes increasingly difficult to believe that this Arabic heathenism is a 
reliable authority. Babylonian civilization and religion seem to have 
permeated western Asia including Canaan, and the religious development 
of Israel must have been largely influenced by this religious culture. Hence 
even as far back as the time of Moses the Israelites must have stood on a 
far higher plane religiously than is often supposed. At first sight it might 
seem as though this fact would leave little place for the work of Moses. 
At the most he would be only a mediator who led the people of Israel to 
adopt actively and consciously the religious principles which were present, 
as it were in solution, in the religious atmosphere. And this is really 
something like the nature of his work, according to Volz. The Israelites, 
or at least some of them, actually worshiped Yahweh before the time of 
Moses. It is not to be thought that the Yahweh before Moses and the 
Yahweh after Moses were wholly heterogeneous or that the religious 
experience of Moses signified a total break with the past. The pre-Mosaic 
Yahweh and the pre-Mosaic worship of Yahweh must have been distin- 
guished from other gods and other cults by a loftier ethical character. 
But these tendencies to an ethical monotheism were all taken up and 
unified and strengthened by Moses who thus founded the true ethical 
monotheism of the Old Testament religion. His was the great creative 
personality of this early period. It has been the custom to find these 
creative personalities in the prophets, but Volz insists that their work 
cannot be explained without assuming as its antecedent an equally great 
creative personality in the earlier period and that personality was Moses. 

But perhaps the most striking presupposition in these investigations 
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of Volz is his frank insistence upon the large place which must be assigned 
to revelation in all investigations into the origin of the Old Testament 
religion. He admits the value of the purely historico-religious method 
which treats the religion of Israel as one of the religions of the human 
race and which regards all religion from its human side simply, as one of 
the expressions and manifestations of the will and purpose of man. But 
this method is inadequate, for it overlooks the fact that all true religion is 
also and distinctly a revelation of the will and purpose of God. The 
ordinary conservative view (heilsgeschichtlich) which regards religion as 
purely supernatural, solely the expression and manifestation of the will 
and purpose of God, he also rejects as inadequate. He seeks to unite the 
two methods in what he calls the theological method of study which shall 
seek to deal with religion objectively as a historical phenomenon, as a 
manifestation of human thought and life, and shall also seek to estimate 
its value as a revelation of the divine activity. As Volz puts it, religion is 
inexplicable apart from the recognition of the divine activity in the soul 
of man. Why Israel's religion reached such a lofty height of moral 
excellence, the question which Wellhausen left unanswered, Volz would 
answer by saying that it was due to the work of Moses and men like him 
to whom God communicated some true understanding of his moral char- 
acter and of his moral demands. 

It is too much to be supposed that this work of Volz will receive general 
acceptance. Its mediating position will expose it to criticism from the 
adherents of the two schools between which it seeks to mediate. Further- 
more, it cannot be supposed to have solved all the problems which it raises. 
The relation of the religion of Moses to that of the early tribes which 
worshiped Yahweh still remains obscure. The unmistakable evidences 
of the existence of a lower plane of religious life and thought in the period 
subsequent to Moses still await an explanation which shall be in harmony, 
with the assumed lofty monotheism enunciated by Moses. And particu- 
larly it is a very serious question whether so strong a case can be made 
out for the Mosaic monotheism without ascribing a higher antiquity and 
a greater degree of trustworthiness to the literary sources for the Mosaic 
age. But it must be admitted that this study will give added impetus 
to the forces which are unquestionably operating to transform, if not to 
overthrow, the Graf-Wellhausen hypothesis which, for a generation now, 
has been dominant in the field of Old Testament science. 

Walter R. Betteridge 
Rochester Theological Seminary 
Rochester, N. Y. 



